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Rethink Multilayer Migration Decision from 
Economic Sociology Perspective:
A Case Study of Mon Migrant Workers in 






 Manufacturing industries in Thailand are facing risky circumstance of labor shortage as 
Myanmar, the largest source of migrant workforce in the country, has started to pick up the 
pace for its major economic development, resulted from regional economic integration as 
well as domestic political and economic reformation. Among Thai manufacturing industries, 
seafood processing industry is at the forefront of this potential labor shortage crisis as 
72.40 percent of the industry?s workers are immigrants, approximately 90 percent of whom 
are from Myanmar. This study aims to expand the body of knowledge about migration 
decision among immigrants in Thailand. Mon Burmese was selected as case study, as they 
represent the largest proportion of Burmese in this industry. This study applied the concept 
of socially oriented economic action from economic sociology to examine immigrant? migration 
decision. Data collection and analysis were based on mixed method, with primary reliance 
on qualitative approach. Interviews and non-participant observations were the main vehicles 
of data collection during repeating fieldworks, both in destination and origin areas, between 
2016 and 2018. Results reveal that, on the contrary to dominant literatures in Thailand which 
describe migration decision as individual?s rational economic action, community practice, 
community leader, community perception, and cumulative social network play vital role 
influencing migration decision.
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 Over the latter half of the 20th century, migration has become a vast phenomenon throughout 
the world. Economic, social, and political reasons are among the most important factors expediting 
migrant?s decision to move. However, within the context of growing interdependence between 
countries in global economy, labor migration has long been the focal point in modern migration 
study. From the United States, Canada, Australia, and Western Europe to Southern Europe, the lack 
of domestic workforce has led to flows after flows of immigration into these regions at certain points 
over time. Even countries with long histories of restricting immigration namely Japan and South 
Korea began to formally open their doors in the 1980s and 1990s (Bartram, Poros, & Monforte 2014, 
pp.91-94; International Organization for Migration [IOM] 2017, pp.3-4). 
 As one of the leading economy in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations [ASEAN], Thailand 
employs a large number of foreign workers for its export-driven economy. Since the 1980s, the 
country has successfully implemented export-oriented policy. Precisely, Thailand?s export-driven 
policy focuses on labor-intensive production sector, also called secondary economic sector, which 
comprise manufacturing and construction industries, with strategy to produce goods at a minimum 
cost, to drive its economy (Bassino & Williamson 2015). 
 Nonetheless, with declining birth rate and expanded education, Thai low-skilled workforce has 
been gradually dwindling. Flows after flows of immigrants from Thailand?s neighboring countries: 
Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos, have been employed to fulfill the demand of low cost and low-
skilled workforce in the country (Chaichanavichakit 2016). 
Rapid Growth of Low-Skilled Immigrant Workers and Their Countries of Origin
 During the course of 10 years, Thailand has witnessed progressively rising number of foreign 
workforce, which has been primarily driven by hasty surge of low-skilled immigrants. While the 
number of foreign high-skilled workers has marginally increased, at 7.52 percent; the number of 
foreign low-skilled workers rose sharply at 390.38 percent, according to the official data from the 
Office of Foreign Worker Administration [OFWA] (2017)1. Table 1 below shows increasing number 
of low-skilled immigrants during the past 10 years in details. 









Myanmar Cambodia Laos Vietnam
2007 805,764 632,520 498,091 47,248 54,193
2010 1,335,155 1,168,824 940,376 122,490 105,955
2013 1,342,097 1,179,434 786,549 271,655 121,230
2016 2,655,519 2,469,255 1,657,190 637,374 175,092 1,569
Source: Office of Foreign Worker Administration of Thailand [OFWA] 2007-2016
75
 While Thai government allows low-skilled immigrants to participate in a number of production 
industries, different industries have different levels of dependency on immigrant workers. By 
assembling relevant statistical data, Chaichanavichakit (2016, pp.69-71) calculated that seafood 
processing industry holds the highest level of immigrant worker dependency among all production 
industries. Among 11 production industries which Thai government allows employment of low-
skilled immigrants, foreign workers made up to 13.92 percent of total workforce. Out of these, 
seafood processing industry noteworthy holds the sharpest rate of foreign worker dependency at 
72.40 percent.
 Similarly to other industries, immigrant workforce in seafood processing industry has been 
dominated by immigrants from Myanmar. In fact, the proportion of immigrant worker from 
Myanmar in seafood processing industry has been relatively higher than other industries. In the 
last decade, Burmese immigrants have made up to approximately 90 percent of total immigrant 
workforce in seafood processing industry annually (OFWA 2007-2016).
Intense Dependence on Immigrant Workers under Changing Context
 In recent decades, evolving social context in Thailand has gradually weakened domestic labor 
supply in low-skilled sector. Such evolving, and hugely striking, context includes declining birthrate, 
expanded education, aging population, and growing tertiary sector especially in finance and tourism 
businesses, both of which are considered more attractive by young Thai workers (Vungsiriphisal 
et al. 2013). Across Thai border to the West, previous studies suggest that the majority of Burmese 
migrants in Thailand are from rural agrarian areas. This is because while urban Burmese generally 
have better opportunity both in terms of education and occupation; however, without strategic 
policy for national education development together with centralized industrial development, access 
to education and job opportunity are considerably limited in rural areas. These pull and push factors 
evidently influence rural Burmese to seek jobs in Thailand (Chhor et al. 2013; Danish Trade Council 
for International Development and Cooperation, 2016).
 While the gap of employment has predominantly been fulfilled by Burmese migrants, alarming 
foreign worker dependency calls for urgent attention especially in the industry with steep 
immigrant dependency. General concerns over the potential decline of labor supply from the 
country?s neighboring countries have been voiced by both scholars and practitioners in Thailand. 
At the international level, Myanmar as part of ASEAN Economic Community [AEC] undoubtedly 
benefit from this progressive regional economic integration. At the domestic level, Myanmar has 
continually undertaken national political and economic reforms, which has sequentially changed 
regional economic landscape. With extensive domestic economic development, labor demand in 
Myanmar?s production industries is expected rise pervasively to 6 million workers, roughly tripling 
the latest number of 2.3 million in 2016 (Chhor et al. 2013). For these reasons, experts predict 
dramatically depleting number of immigrant workers from Myanmar to Thailand (Vungsiriphisal et 
al. 2013). 
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 Aforementioned risky circumstance in Thailand calls for accurate understanding about 
immigrants? migration decision. Several studies have attempted to understand the dynamic of 
migration in Thailand; however, explanation about their migration decision has been dominated 
from economic perspective. While this study does not deny economic influence on migration 
decision, it is skeptical toward flat explanation offered by dominant narrative. This study purposely 
applies economic sociology perspective on economic action in order to take a closer look at how 
Burmese2 immigrants make their migration decision by taking into account their surrounding social 
context (Portes 2010), with the final goals to fulfill the gap of understanding as well as to supply 
accurate intelligence for relevant public and private sectors.
2. Literature Review
 Economic scholars were one of the first movers in modern migration study. Arguably, dominant 
narrative in migration studies refers the process of migration to the movement of person from one 
place to another to maximize one?s income. This narrative was initiated from neoclassical economic 
theory which focuses on wage differentials, cost of migration, and different employment conditions 
(Lewis 1954; Borjas 1990). However, such explanations were argued and counter-proposed by both 
scholars in the same and other fields, primarily due to its lack of numerous aspects of economic life, 
especially economic actions which are guided by, instead of rationality, value or tradition. Value-led 
and tradition-led economic actions are, indeed, strongly tied to social context in sending community 
(Portes 1998; Massey 1993). In his recent work, Coates (2018) emphasized that the line between 
economic and non-economic logics which directly influences migration decision is increasingly 
blurred in this age of accelerated mobility.
 Amid proposals from diverse disciplines, one salient approach came from the attempt to apply 
sociological perspective to explain economic phenomena. Instead of rational economic action 
by individual assumed by traditional economic perspective, economic sociology proposes that 
individual makes decision under dense social context as membership in human groups, in other 
words, one?s economic action is literally socially oriented. Such approach takes into account 
individual?s influential social network including personal interaction, groups, social structure, 
and social control (Granovetter 1985, p.487; Portes 1998, p.20). This concept of socially oriented 
economic action conforms to several migration decision narratives and empirical studies which 
highlight strong influence from social tie upon migration decision including social capital, networks, 
and cumulative causation (Massey 1993; DiMaggio 1988).
 Portes (2010, p.27) posited that individual social capital is one?s ability to gain access to resources 
by virtue of membership in networks. He further elaborated the relationship between networks 
and social capital that economic action is socially embedded in networks, while the most important 
outcomes of these interactions in the networks is social capital. Highlighting social network?s 
influence, Boyd?s (1989) study illustrated how both types of networks, personal network and 
structural network, in other words institution, together shape migration outcomes, ranging from 
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no migration, migration, return migration, to the continuation of migration flows. Simultaneously 
with the expansion of personal networks and the growth of institutions, Massey (1993) proposed 
that international migration sustains itself in various ways which further increase the tendency of 
migration flow from the community of origin, this process is called ?cumulative causation?. These 
causations are cumulative as each act of migration alters both social and economic contexts, which 
subsequent migration decisions are made. These acts of migration, in cycle, influence additional 
international movement. Empirically, from their massive field research on the culture of Mexican 
migration, Kandel and Massey (2002) concluded that in migrants sending community, individual?s 
social network bind migrants and non-migrants together in entwining interrelations of social roles 
and interpersonal relationships both through personal and structural networks, forming the culture 
of migration in their observed area. Furthermore, while this social network has evidently expanded 
its influence over migration decision among latter generations of migrants, they also observed that 
growing number of migrants has, in turn, amplified the strength of social network as well.
 In his theoretical study, Massey (1993) suggested that community members in sending area 
generally compare their household income, land acquisition, and perceived well-being among 
themselves; the process known as self-evaluation in social comparison theory (Festinger 1954; Suls, 
Martin, and Wheeler 2002). From these indicators, undoubtedly households without migrant worker 
often perform poorer compared to households with migrant worker, leading to the dissatisfaction of 
their economic decision. Studies observed that those households without migrant often reconsider 
their economic action in order to realize their potential (Massey 1993; Boyd 1989).
 In Thailand, literatures about Burmese immigrants? migration decision have been dominated by 
economic perspective, which, primarily, bases on either neoclassical economic theory or the new 
economic of migration. This leaves a significant gap of knowledge which this study, expectantly, 
aims to fulfill (Martin 2007; Pholphirul, Kamlai, and Rukumnuaykit 2010).
 As highlighted at the end of this paper?s introduction, this study does not deny economic 
influence on migration decision; however, this study attempts to fulfill the gap of understanding 
about migration decision of immigrants from Myanmar by applying the concept of socially oriented 
economic action from the field of economic sociology. With an aim to systematically clarify Burmese 
migrants? migration decision, this study adapts integrated socioeconomic framework of ?socially 
oriented economic action? which include theories and concepts, namely network theory, institution 
theory, social capital, social comparison theory and cumulative causation. 
3. Research Methods
 This study employed mixed methods, with primary reliance on qualitative approach. The majority 
of data was collected during three main fieldworks, both in Thailand and Myanmar, between 2016 




 As this study aims to expand current understanding about migration decision of Burmese 
immigrants, within the context of unstable labor supply from Myanmar, the industry at the forefront 
of this potential labor shortage crisis; seafood processing industry, was selected as case study. 
Samut Sakhon, a province in Thailand, known as national hub of seafood processing industry, 
located the biggest seafood processing business in the country. Furthermore, the majority of 
immigrant workers in seafood processing industry were employed here. Hence, fieldworks in 
Thailand were conducted in Samut Sakhon.
 For research sites in origin area, initial literature review suggested that the vast majority of 
Burmese workers in Thai seafood industry come from Mon State (Vungsiriphisal et al. 2013), which 
also conforms to this work?s pilot study3. As data from primary stage of field research in Samut 
Sakhon suggests that the majority of people in work age from immigrants? hometowns, mainly 
rural area, in Myanmar migrate to work in Thailand; two villages in Mon were selected to represent 
typical migrant sending hometowns in rural setting. Moreover, two chosen villages are also 
hometowns of a number of respondents. Village C has been added during expand stage to expand 
the study4,5.
3.2 Data Collection Process
 Field research in this study was separated into three relational stages: primary, expand, and 
follow-up, as elaborated in Table 2.
Table 2: Field Research in Three Stages
 Primary phrase was conducted between August and November 2016. Unstructured interviews were 
carried out to gather broad information about migration decision. In Samut Sakhon, key informants 
included immigrant community leaders, Mon monks, NGO workers, scholars, and migrant agency; 
while key informants in two Mon villages included community leaders, doctor, monks, migration 
agencies. Immigrant workers in Samut Sakhon and migrant workers? households in Mon villages 
were selected by purposive sampling, as official and reliable population data did not exist.
Stage Research sites Interviewees (number of cases) Interview methods6
Primary Samut Sakhon Key informants (8) & Migrant workers7(22) Unstructured
Origin Area 
(Village A and B)
Key informants (8) Unstructured
Migrant workers? household8 members9(20) Semi-structured
Expand Samut Sakhon Key informants (8) Semi-structured
Migrant workers (407) Structured
Origin Area 
(Village A, B, and C)
Key informants (13) Semi-structured
Migrant workers? household members (322) & 
Members of household without emigrant in Village C (105)
Semi-structured and 
Structured
Follow-up Samut Sakhon Key informants (8) & Migrant workers (10) Semi-structured
Source: Created by author
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 Expand stage started in June 2017 and finished in September, the same year. Building on data 
from primary stage, expand stage aimed to expand, explain, and justify certain significant initial 
findings. Field research in origin area was expanded to Village C as it locates significant group 
of people who do not migrate, a rare phenomenon in Mon rural area. Households in Village C 
were separated into two groups of study: households with emigrant and households without 
emigrant. Interviewee selection method was similar to primary stage; however, as sample size 
was considerably larger, Thai and local assistants were employed to facilitate data collection from 
migrants? households. 
 While interview methods were different in primary and expand stages, the organizations of 
questionnaire were parallel. Interview questionnaire for field research in Thailand comprised five 
parts: general information (age, gender, marital status, ethnicity, education, hometown, types 
of work permit, household membership, and job), earning and remittance, actors and roles in 
migration decision, social context in origin area, and community context in Thailand and return 
decision. Interview questionnaire for field research in origin area, however, comprised four parts: 
general information (age, gender, marital status, ethnicity, education, household membership, 
household income, household members migratory status, and job), actors and roles in migration 
decision, social context in origin area, and remittance and returnees. Each interview lasted 
approximately 20 minutes.
 Follow-up stage was conducted from January to February 2018. Observation and interviews 
were carried out to follow up on data collected from the expand stage which suggests that several 
key influences over migration decision lie in the linkage between their community in origin and 
destination areas.
 Certain limitation worth mentioning is the unavailability of official or reliable population data 
of immigrants in Samut Sakhon and villages in Mon. Without reliable population data, probability 
sampling was not possible. However, sampling in this study was assisted by local scholars and 
people who know the area well: Thai scholars, Burmese scholars, Mon scholars, NGO officers in 
Samut Sakhon and community leaders in Mon villages. 
4. Findings
 Data from current immigrants and origin areas reveals that people from their hometowns started 
moving to Thailand since the 1980s; the number of people who moved to Thailand at that time, 
however, were minimal. Most of them were engaged in mining industry, hard labor in hazardous 
work environment. The number of Burmese immigrants started to rise during early 1990s, when 
immigrants gained their access to construction and agricultural industries. Nevertheless, it was not 
until around 2000 that respondents regarded as the turning point of their villages? emigration flow. 
During that period of time, the emigration flow in their villages reached the point that nearly all of 
people in work age migrated to Thailand; and such phenomenon still holds true to today.
 In order to develop a thought on how Burmese immigrants make their decisions, this part 
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is separated into two sections. The first section elaborates the depth of Burmese immigrants? 
migration decision. In the second section, explanation is proposed10.
Table 3: Overview Information of Studied Villages
4.1 Multilayer Migration Decision
 According to initial data gathered from current immigrants and from Village A and Village 
B, the main reason which they often cited as their most influential factor for migration decision 
was economic hardship in their hometowns. They elaborated that since their hometowns were 
underdeveloped; firms and investments which brought job opportunity were scarce. Locally, their 
only feasible option was to become a farmer, which, apparently, did not earn well. They reasoned 
that, by rough calculation, staying in the village would earn them around half of what they could 
earn in Thailand. More often than not, during the interviews in primary stage, immigrants and their 
household members explicitly expressed that if working in hometown earned them as much as in 
Thailand, or at least affordable for living, they would not move to Thailand.
 Perhaps, by skimming through repeated answers from respondents about the lack of stable 
source of income and limited opportunity as local farmer; this study might conclude that above 
statement is absolute. However, during the field research in Mon, certain community which is not 
dominated by the flow of emigration were observed, Village C.
 While surrounding villages were dominated by strong emigration flow, only around 26 percent 
of households in Village C host emigrants11. From interviews, the number reached its peak, around 
half of all households emigrated, during the turn of the last century, before gradually dropping 
down. Most of households, instead of remittance from migrant workers, relied on income from 
agricultural activity, to be precise most of them owned rice, rubber tree, or seasonal fruits farms; or, 
in most case, mixed.
 Since Village C was within close proximity to Village A and B, they shared similarities in 
numerous aspects, especially in socioeconomic context. Hence, the existence of Village C and their 
economic action significantly contradicts data from current immigrants and the other two villages; 
this discrepancy apparently implies significant connotation. Interestingly, during the course of 
interview in expand stage, respondents from Village A and B revealed their acknowledgement of 
Village C?s financial success in ?planned farming? and replied that such success could have been 
Village A Village B Village C
1. Households (Approximate) 1,000 700 1,500
2. Households with emigrants 88.33% 86.66% 26.25%
3. Ethnicity All are Mon All are Mon All are Mon
4. Religion All are Buddhists All are Buddhists All are Buddhists
Note: Results in 2-4 are based on 120 sets of survey each in Village A and B; and 400 sets of survey in Village C.
Source: Created by author
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replicated, had they wanted to. Their responses, however, sharply contradict their initial reasoning 
for migration decision which firmly cite economic hardship in local area.
 Further investigation reveals comparable level of living standard as well as public service 
accessibility, including schools and medical services, throughout three studied villages12. In terms of 
income, data from both key informants and households without emigrant in Village C, surprisingly, 
indicate that it was possible to earn comparable income with migrant worker in Thailand, by being 
farmer. 
 Conflicting responses from the interviewees apparently highlight the depth and layers of 
migration decision. Further data analysis found significant clues which explicitly expand our 
understanding about this complication.
4.2 Proposed Explanation
 While data from Village C reveals that farming could earn them comparable amount of money 
to those of migrants. Further interviews and observation uncover that such opportunity has just 
been opened up within the last decade. Furthermore, apart from planned farming, data highlights 
potentially stronger components in migration decision in this case study. Hence, in this section 
potential keys to understanding are proposed.
4.2.1 Migration Decision as Household Decision
 To begin, identifying actors involved in immigrants? migration decision is the starting point, as it 
determines decision making unit. The majority of Burmese immigrants overwhelmingly expressed 
their household members? engagement in their migration processes from the start to their 
settlement in Thailand13. Their engagement included providing immigrants information about work 
and life in Thailand, recommending agencies, job placement, as well as suggesting them where 
to live. Perhaps, the most important form of engagement is that they had, in most cases, authority 
to permit or not to permit the immigrants to come to Thailand. More than that, all of immigrants 
had either their relatives or community members, or both, from their hometowns who worked in 
seafood processing industry in Samut Sakhon at the time of their relocations; and these relatives 
and community members, in fact, played significant roles supporting the relocation process of 
immigrants. 
 Out of 407 respondents, 352 of them had household members who worked in Thailand before; out 
of these, 311 cases were their parents. Responses from current immigrants as well as from origin 
area confirmed that immigrants? households in their hometowns depend heavily on remittance from 
immigrant workers. Further, data suggests that ex-immigrants, upon their decision to return to their 
hometowns, tended to wait until someone from their households came to Thailand to replace them. 
Similar pattern of return decision is also observed among current immigrants.
 While the majority of people in work age in Village A and B in Mon migrated to Thailand, 
certain people stayed behind with their parents, in cases where their parents were old and needed 
assistance. These cases were observable in families which had more than one child. One interesting 
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connection, which can be implied here, is that the central unit which makes migration decisio might 
not necessarily be the person who is migrating; however, the central unit tends be the household 
as a whole. Furthermore, households? division of work was observable as it determined economic 
activity, migration decision included, of household members.
4.2.2 Distant Farming
 Data suggests that the rate of emigration in all three villages were similar before 2000, during 
which time it can be said that most of people in work age from these villages migrated to Thailand. 
However, while this circumstance was still observable in other two villages, the number of 
emigrants from Village C has gradually declined during the 2000s. Further investigation, however, 
reveals that distant farming was one of the keys to these deviate outcomes.
 Starting from the early 2010s, this area south of Mawlamyine has seen light in several 
development aspects. First, Myanmar government began major infrastructure development in 
Mon State. The main road, which connected this area with Mawlamyine, was extensively repaired; 
simultaneously, electricity started to be accessible in these villages. Second, another significant 
development was from technological advancement in communication and production. Smartphones, 
which come with internet access, started to be available in mass market; unlike in previous decades 
which mobile phone; albeit feature phone or smartphone, was treated as luxurious product only 
for rich people. Occurring in parallel, modern agricultural machines have found their ways to this 
area through borders with Thailand and China. It is worth mentioning that without infrastructure 
improvement in electricity, mobile usage would be impossible; and without improved transportation 
infrastructure, modern production machines could not reach these villages.
 Simultaneously with local development, within the previous decade, economic development in 
Mawlamyine has been observable. Both commercial and residential areas have been gradually 
expanding; plentiful job opportunity has been steadily created to support business growth. Larger 
size of the city, fueled by the growth of secondary and tertiary sectors, in a way, was translated into 
growing demand of agricultural products. Interestingly, since before the 1990s when emigration 
flow started to grow, farmers in Village C has developed practice to buy farmland far away from 
their villages. From the interviews, older villagers revealed that Village C has always been dense 
in population. As a result, villagers have been familiar with expanding their farmlands far beyond 
village area. This practice, however, was not regularly observable in other two villages. Perhaps, 
partly due to the fact that other two villages had sparser population compared to Village C.
 Hence, when demand for agricultural product from Mawlamyine has been on the rise, with 
reinforcing infrastructure and technology improvement which came at the right time, Village C has 
been in a better shape than other two villages to resume their agricultural activity. On the other 
hand, farming has been reduced to home usage purpose in most households in two other villages.
4.2.3 Leadership Role
 As a shared characteristic often found in rural communities, in all observed villages, village 
chief is a highly influential figure. A village chief?s roles can be classified into two aspects: formal 
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authority and social influencer. Notable formal authority includes the registrations of birth, 
marriage, death, land transfer, and inheritance; as well as mediation in the case that conflicts occur. 
One can imagine village chief as the president of the village, as domestic affairs authority is centered 
around him. Moreover, village chief possesses strong social influence over his people.
 While village chiefs in all three villages have never worked in Thailand, Village B?s chief had 
two sons who were currently working in Samut Sakhon. During the interviews, Village A?s and B?s 
chiefs clearly expressed their favorable opinions about migrating to Thailand, they revealed that 
they often encouraged the villagers to persuade job opportunity in Thailand. Apart from village chief, 
teachers and monks were also considered social influencers among community members as well. 
Interestingly, teachers? and monks? opinions were found to be influenced by village chief. Villagers 
voiced that harmonizing echoes from these social influencers greatly reinforced their determination 
to migrate.
 On the contrary to Village A and B, Village C?s chief neither encouraged, nor discouraged, the 
villagers to migrate. Compared to another two village chiefs who have been in positions for more 
than ten years, Village C chief was younger and has just been in position for four years. While 
Village A?s and B?s chiefs posited that emigration brings money and development; Village C?s chief 
believed that local economic activities is better for sustainable development in long term, an opinion 
shared by Village C?s ex-village chief, albeit on a stronger degree. Data reveals that, perhaps, such 
deviate opinions from community leaders are related to education and occupation backgrounds. To 
elaborate, Village A?s and B?s chiefs were well beyond their 60s without proper education. Neither 
of them left their hometowns, except for short business trips and vacations. Village C?s chief was, 
however, in his early 40s with high school diploma and years of work experience in private sector in 
Yangon, Myanmar?s economic hub.
4.2.4 Embedded Perception and Social Status
 The next clue is related to villagers? occupational perception and social status upon returning of 
migrant workers. Stark contrast on occupational perception and perceived social status between 
households in village A and B and households in village C were observed: such contrast was 
reflected on their perception on different types of job and their perception on returnee.
 Firstly, comparing between farmer and migrant worker, households in Village A and B expressed 
their preference on migrant worker, while households in Village C voiced their preference on 
farmer. Interestingly, households with emigrants in Village C also expressed their preference on 
farmer. Whereas most households in Village A and B showed strong affection toward migrant 
worker as decent occupation, households in Village C tended to regard migrant worker as mere 
alternative. Additionally, current Burmese immigrants in Thailand also shared the same viewpoint 
with households in Village A and B, albeit on a stronger degree.
 Notably, interviews with current immigrants and households in Village A and B left certain 
impression which can perfectly be described by quoting part of response from current immigrant 
who came from Village A.
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 ?Anyone can be farmer, and there is nothing special. If you are good, you can become migrant 
worker. If you are lazy, you stay in hometown. Stay-behinders are for the lazies or your parents are 
sick. Exception is if your family is rich, you have high education, you become government officer, 
normally their parents are also government officers. Government officers don?t have high salary, but 
good enough to support their living.?
4.2.5 Cumulative Social Network and Social Capital
 Undoubtedly, immigrant network plays significant roles in the case of immigrants from Mon 
in Thailand. Prevalent roles of facilitation ranging from information providing, transportation, 
accommodation, documentation, job placement, and money loan by prevailing actors, namely 
immigrants? relatives and community members, agencies, and NGOs were evidently observed; 
however, focal points in this section weight primarily on expanding unique and influential aspects of 
this particular case study.
 Data reveals that one highly influential aspect reinforcing migration decision in this case relates 
to the existence of flourishing Mon community in Samut Sakhon. Ever since Mon immigrants 
surged into seafood processing industry in the mid 1990s, Mon immigrant community has been 
continually expanding. Expansion, in this sense, does not only imply larger quantity of people; 
however, importantly, social institutions have also been gradually growing. It should be noted that 
while communities of immigrant from Village A and B existed in Samut Sakhon, immigrants from 
Village C scattered around within Mon community. Data suggests that two elements relating to 
expansion of these Mon communities are especially significant; they can be best explained by the 
concept of translocality14 (Greiner & Sakdapolrak 2013). These elements are translocality of local 
neighborhood and translocality of religious institution. 
4.2.5.1 Translocality of Local Neighborhood
 Similar to how Poros (2001) vividly described about how earlier immigrants recruit later 
generations in his study, a process which makes migration sustain itself while retain certain power 
of their ethnic enclave community abroad; Mon immigrants in Samut Sakhon also recruit their kin 
and fellow ethnic Mon Burmese to fulfill any available positions in seafood processing industry. 
Overtime, Mon ethnic enclave has grown larger and stronger. 
 Study further reveals that while the wage in each industry is nearly identical, Mon immigrants 
prefer to work in seafood processing industry in Samut Sakhon as they feel warm and safe within 
Mon community. Of 407 respondents, 323 of them were employed in other industries before, mainly 
in farming, construction, and reproductive businesses. Observed immigrants from Village A and B 
expressed that by staying here with people who came from the same and nearby village in Mon, she 
felt like she was in her hometown, not in a foreign country. 
 Moreover, data from interviews suggests that comparably looser work schedule reinforces Mon 
immigrants to come to Samut Sakhon. Immigrants who previously were housekeepers stated that 
even though they earned more in their previous job, but the work required them to be available 
for work 24 hours a day and the fact that a typical household normally employs only one to two 
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housekeepers is distressing for them. ?That was tough, to work by yourself without friends or 
anyone you can talk to, and work hour is longer especially when compared to 8-10 hours of work in 
the factory here?, repeated answers were recorded from respondents. Immigrants who were fruit 
farmers and construction workers also shared that their previous jobs required them to move from 
places to places, and they were rotated to work with new groups of immigrants once work in the 
previous sites were done. ?I prefer it more here. I live with people that I know, I don?t like sleeping 
and sharing rooms with strangers.?, said one of the interviewees.
4.2.5.2 Translocality of Religious Institution
 Another significant aspect of translocality found in this case study is related to religious 
translocality. As strong believers in Buddhism, it was not surprising that respondents often 
expressed their strong influence of Buddhism during interviews. While a number of Mon-influenced 
temples in Thailand exists for hundreds of years, as Thai and Mon share long history together; the 
number of Mon-influenced temples in Samut Sakhon has escalated quickly in the past decades.
 Today, in Samut Sakhon, it is not out of ordinary to find temples posting announcements in Mon 
language. Interviews with local monks reveal that in recent years, the majority of people who came 
to the temples were Mons; further, most of the donation were also from Mons. These data suggest 
that Mon immigrants in Thailand have high contact with local Buddhist temples.
 Further study shows interesting cases that monks from immigrants? hometowns were also 
observable in the temples close by their particular community in Samut Sakhon. Interview with a 
monk from Village A in one temple in Samut Sakhon reveals that monks from Village A took turn 
to stay in that temple as requested by Village A?s immigrant community in that area. Similar case 
was also observed for monk from Village B; although in the case of Village C, this practice was 
not observable. This finding, however, points out to mobility of local religious institution which 
dynamically crosses the space and boundaries, resulting in immigrant community?s stronger integrity.
5. Conclusion
 By attempting to peel multiple layers of migration decision with the case study of Mon immigrants 
in Thai seafood processing industry; this study applied concepts from economic sociology to 
argue that, in contrast to assumed rational economic action by individual, migration decision is, 
in fact, a socially oriented economic action, under dense social context as membership in human 
groups. Empirical evidences reveal that, on the contrary to existing narrative; community practice, 
community leader, community perception, and cumulative social network play vital role influencing 
migration decision in this case. 
 This study proposes that in order to understand migration decision; it has to be perceived in a 
way that one?s migration decision is influenced not only by oneself, but also family, household, and 
other social groups which one belongs to. Policy makers and business strategists may benefit from 
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1  Immigrant workforce analysis in this study was based on official data supplied by OFWA, which did not 
include undocumented immigrants. However, since 2014, Thai government has been active in registering all 
low-skilled immigrant workers; evidently the number of documented low-skilled immigrants in 2014 rose by 
229.88 percent compared to 2013, and has been relatively high ever since. These numbers implies lowering 
number of undocumented workers.
2  Not to be confused with Bamar, the largest ethnic group in Myanmar. Burmese refers to people from 
Myanmar.
3 Pilot study was conducted between February and March 2016, before the initial field research.
4 Real name of all villages and interviewees are concealed for confidential purpose.
5  Village A, B, and C are located geographically close to each other, within 15 kilometers. They situate at the 
south of Mawlamyine, the capital city of Mon State.
6  Validation method of interview questions in this study were adapted from the method of content validity, 
?Index of Item-Objective Congruence? (Rovinelli & Hambleton 1977). Expert panel included Thai migration 
study scholar, NGO officers, Burmese scholars, Cambodian government official, and business owner who 
employed immigrant worker.
7  All migrant workers interviewed in this study were working in seafood processing industry at the time of 
interview.
8 Household is a main unit of analysis in this study.
9 Household members refer to relatives who live in the same house.
10 Interviewees? profiles can be found in appendix.
11 This result bases on 400 sets of survey conducted before expand stage of field research.
12 Living standard assessment was adapted from Rutstein & Johnson 2004.
13 Only 28 out of 407 respondents denied their household?s involvement in migration decision.
14  According to Greiner and Sakdapolrak (2013), the concept of translocality can be summed up as socio-spatial 
dynamics and process of simultaneity and identity information that transcend beyond boundaries.
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Appendix
Overview Information of Interviewees? Profiles in the Expand Stage Unit: ? 











Immigrant workers (407) 63.14 21.38 15.48 39.80 60.20 95.33 2.46 1.47 28.50 44.72 25.80 0.98 21.62 78.38 65.36 20.88 7.86 4.67 1.23
Village A 
Immigrants? household members 
(106) 
100.00 0.00 0.00 35.85 64.15 100.00 0.00 0.00 5.66 7.55 65.09 21.70 7.55 92.45 74.53 13.21 7.55 2.83 1.89
Village B 
Immigrants? household members 
(104) 
100.00 0.00 0.00 40.38 59.62 100.00 0.00 0.00 3.85 10.58 65.38 20.19 7.69 92.31 75.96 15.38 5.77 2.88 0.00
Village C 
Immigrants? household members: 
Households without emigrants 
(105) 
100.00 0.00 0.00 27.62 72.38 100.00 0.00 0.00 21.90 17.14 58.10 2.86 18.10 81.90 69.61 18.63 5.88 3.92 1.96
Immigrants? household members: 
Household with emigrants (102) 
100.00 0.00 0.00 27.45 72.55 100.00 0.00 0.00 8.82 14.71 70.59 5.88 14.71 85.29 76.47 12.75 4.90 4.90 0.98
Note: 1. As household is the main unit in this study, data in Village A, B, and C?s rows represent aggregated individual data of the main respondent for each household.
2. Religion: *B = Buddhism *C = Christianity *I = Islam
3. Age: *AA = 18-24 *AB = 25-44 *AC = 45-60 *AD = > 60
4. Education: *AA = Lower than primary education *AB = Primary school *AC = Middle school *AD = High school *AE = Higher education
Source: Created by author 
